
Methods in the representations of Madness

by
Ronan McCrea

The Life and Work of FRANZ XAVER MESSERSCHMIDT 
(1736 - 1783)



mo 0562. qq itt>

Methods in the representations of Madness

by
Ronan McCrea

in Fine Art

National College of Art and Design

Tutor: John Hutchinson

Thesis for the Hadcom Requirement of B.A. 
Sculpture 

1991

The Life and Work of 
FRANZ XAVER MESSERSCHMIDT 

(1736 - 1783)

■niiiiiii



CONTENTS

IntroductionIllustrations asPage 1

Page 17 Chapter 1

Psycho-analysis and ArtChapter 2Page 24
Kris and the psychotic sculptor

Public works ; Private madnessChapter 3Page 43
Explanations from the underside of
the age of Reason
Classifications of the Other
Representations of Madness

ConclusionPage 64

BibliographyPage 68

Biographical Background

Fredrich Nicolais Report on Folly



LIST of ILLUSTRATIONS

I
I
I
I
I
I
I
I

I

3^.- ’^OJCCLS A>n»^ress/ to 3

l

All works of F.X. Messerschmidt, unless otherwise stated. 
All dimensions in height only.
» Dimensions not available.

Fig. I.- Gentle, Peaceful Sleep. (44cm-zinc)
Fig. 2.- The Melancholic One. *
Fig. J.- The Courageous.Soldier. •
Fig. 4.- The Artist How he Imagined Himself Laughing. •
Fig. 5-- The Reliable One. *
Fig. 6.- The Incabale Bassonist. *
Fig. 7.- A Hypocite and Slanderer. •
Fig. 8.- An Old Cheerful Smiler. •
Fig. 9.- A Seriously Wounded Man in Agony. (44cm-plastercast)
Fig.10.- The Yawner. (44cm-lead)
Fig.II.- The Vexed One. *
Fig.13.- Just Rescued from Drowning. *
Fig. 14-- A Haggard Old Man with Aching Eyes. (44-5cm-alabaster)
Fig.15.- The Obsinate One.*
Fig.16.- A Simpleton. *
Fig.I7.- A Strong Odour. (48.9cm-lead)
Fig.18.- A Difficult Secret. (42cm-lead)
Fig.19.- A Surly Old Soldier. (45cm-marble)
Fig.20.- A Powerful Man.
Fig.20a- A Powerful Man; Profile. (42.5cm-lead)
Fig.21.- Surly Old Soldier(2).
Fig.RIa- Surly Old Soldier(2); three quarter view.
Fig.22.- The Buffoon. ♦
Fig.23.- The Worried <■
Fig.24-- The Ill-Humoured One. *
Fig.25.- The Satirizing One. *
Fig.26.- The Sinister Man. *
Fig.27.- The Constipation Sufferer. •
Fig.28.- First Beak Head. (40cm-
Fig.28a- First Beak Head; Profile.
Mg. 29a- Second Beak Head. (40cm-
Fig.30.- Childish Weeper, (zinc/lead alloy)
Fig.31.- The Enraged & Vengeful Gypsy, (plastercast)
Fig.32.- Portrait of Jan Van Sweiten. *
Fig-33.- Portrait of CdpUchin Monk Fessler.*





F'S z.

P'S 3

2



->

F\\

3

4

11



u

\0.

4



f
15.

,Vt-

5

1



6

f'n



■ .





A

•* .9

! 
■

r



10



Zl? .

11



I

I
I

1

■

12



I

-b 2.8 A .

13

r



14



-
*1



,IG-W *’■ X. Mewcnchmidi. (jn,

32.

16

FIG.^
F. X. Mewn.taU,. (T*< ,UOT» fr„i„t

tn van Swieten)

O ^2^

i o.



CHAPTER 1.

ininMesserschmidt bornFranz 1736Xaver was
Weisensteig, Southern Germany, of a large artisan family.
After serving his apprenticeship in Munich and in Graz,

sixteen he wentat the Academy in Vienna to study.to
After two the recommendation of the
director, Imperialhe became metal founder theata

in give himArmory to the1757. toaccess
Imperial court and aristocracy for whom he worked from

By 1769 his reputation as a sculptor was such that1760.
he was appointed assistant professor of sculpture at the

The first reports of Messerschmidt falling illAcademy.
are in 1770 and he may have been institutionalised in the

,1Spital Zu St. Marx asylum for a short time

senior professor at the AcademyIn 1774,
died, Messerschmidt, due to his position as next in line,
could have been assured the job. it is over theHowever,
issue promotion firstof that definitethewe see
separation of Messerschmidt from his peers, due to his
temperament.
forward Messerschmidts name to the Empress Maria Theresa,
whose approval lead to such appointments.

best explained in a letter from Count Kaunitz, primeare
conveyingminister, the viewto monarch the of the

Academy

17

"the most important objection as far as this man 
is concerned, is the fact that for the last three 
years he has shown signs of some confusion -

years there and on

when the

The directors of the Academy did not put

The reasons

This was



pension the Empress offered him instead of the job and
promptly left Vienna. He went to Munich and established
some contact with the court there, but soon moved on. In

his lived,he went to1777 Pressburg where brother
staying there for a time and finally he bought a house on

outskirts the city.the of
until died inhe aged The1783, of47. presence a
sculptor of the Imperial court living in Pressburg caused
quite a stir, and indeed news of his living there brought

visitors from Vienna. The most notablesome
inMesserschmidtthe report of 1781 very

isolated and poverty-stricken, by Friedrich Nicolai.

Before examining the writing of Nicolai, perhaps it
is useful to see the reports of two other travellers who

Messerschmidt didvisited notbut to get theseem
opportunity to have artist explain himselfthe to the

extent as he did Nicolai. Johann Georg Mensel foundsame
him thus:

18

perhaps owing to his poverty or to natural 
disposition. Although that the confusion in his 
head has meanwhile subsided, permitting him to 
work as he had done before, it occasionally is 
still evident in a not perfectly healthy 
imagination.... in that he believes all other 
directors and professors to be his enemies: he 
still has odd and peculiar whims and therefore 
can never be completely composed."

"... in his little room in a gruff manner he 
decided not to show anything to anybody. ... This 
honest man combined a great deal of pride with

It was there he remained

when he was

Messerschmidt, deeply offended by this, refused the

for us is



in t hat he got inside
his studio in 1774 and writes:

seen

was
„3

the theories and beliefs that Messerschmidt
conveyed to Nicolai his visit in on subjects1781,on

spirits and hisdemons and theforprocesses
execution of hte "character-heads that, as well as making

unusual reading,for the most basisthe for theare
biographical data, the psychoanalyst Kris would inuse
his work in 1932.

material conditions which NicolaiThe found
Messerschmidt were spartan.

This as Nicolai notes is,

19

"A few necessities and a prized book on the 
proportions of the human figure, in addition 
there hung on the wall a drawing of an Egyptian 
statue without arms which he never looked at 
without awe and admiration"

"reflected to the specific folly of 
Messerschmidts which he would pursue to 
astonishing heights"

"To have been in Pressburg and not to have 
the famous sculptor would disgrace the art-lover 
... and having inspected the place where 
Messerschmidt studied his Egyptian heads he ’ 
amazed to find the man not only an artist of 
merit but also a seer of ghosts!"3

some folly the result of which one can see in his 
appearance which is haggard."2

It was

Briefe Friedal was luckier

such as



Nicolai's approach to the
sculptor which perhaps reveals man of his age :

personification ofof the 18th centurya age
enlightenment.

The intertwining of body and soul in conceptions of
the human condition was a notion of the time, which as we

in Chapter three dealt with the body in order
to (derived ancient Hippocraticremedy the soul from
notions of the four humours):

Nicolai did indeed questionthen Messerschmidt,
concerning his cherished notions. Despite the reticence
that Nicolai encountered and his belief that the concepts

in the main,were,
following;

20

"I believe that what pertains to the ills of the 
body is equally applicable to the ills of the 
spirit : viz. that an exact knowledge there of 
permits of ascertaining the true nature of the 
forces residing within man and of their actual 
effects to a very high degree. Thus when I see 
curious persons such as this I lend neither to 
outright wonder, nor to contempt, but rather to 
the best of my capability to examine in which 
such persons have arrived at their cherished 
notions" (Nicolai).

"The great majority seeing a man in 
Messerschmidts circumstances hold him for either 
an extraordinary man or declare him to be a 
downright fool not meriting further attention 
..." (Nicolai)

him as a
It is interesting to see

shall see

extremely nebulous, he did exact the



Messerschmidt devised which issystem besta
a "type of paralogic which is

perfect polished inversion of Enlightenment reason".a
Nicolai explains;

21

He determined to penetrate even further into the 
depths of proportions that he should at last gain 
power over the spirit and no longer the spirit 
over him ... he imagined that if he were to pinch 
himself in various parts, notably under the right 
side under the ribs ; and combine there with some 
facial contortion which related to the pinching 
of his side, in the Egyptian proportion that 
always was required, then the summit of 
perfection in this matter would be obtained 
Now he hesitated not to put the theory into 
effect ; he pinched himself, pulled faces in

described by Jill Lloyd as

"that is was spirits that so affrighted and 
tormented him, especially at night he presupposed 
as an irrefutable axiom. He had not understood 
for a long time how it could be that he who had 
persisted in so modest a life, should have to 
bear so much torment of the spirits and according 
to the enthusiastic theory they should surely 
have maintained a most pleasant intercourse with 
him for that very reason ... he had pondered over 
the matter and discovered the entire and 
absolutely perfect system in which he and 
virtually anyone could be master over the 
spirits".

"The good man arrived at a very true proposition 
that every thing in the world stands in a certain 
relation, and that all effects correspond to 
their course ... and that everything in the world 
was governed by proportions ... So it was that 
Messerschmidt looked to Egypt and being an 
artist, indulged in the dream that the proper 
secret of proportion really lay in the proportion 
of Egyptian statues, in particular as shown in 
the drawing which was hanging by the window. 
If Messerschmidt sensed a pain in his abdomen or 
thighs (as may befall anyone readily, especially 
if he lead a sedentary way of life) he would 
imagine it to be due to his working on some part 
of the face of a statue of marble or lead ... he 
fancied that the "spirit of proportion" envied 
him for approaching so near perfection in the 
knowledge of proportions, and that this motivated 
the spirit to cause him pain.



By the time Nicolai had visited Messerschmidt, sixty
different heads had completed including what are known as
the two "beak-heads" (Fig. ). Enquiring as to the reason

he put it,
extension lips into billof pursed beak,neara or
Messerschmidt granted him "an insight into the method in
his madness". Nicolai noted:

Nicolai collected
visages really representationsof human of thewere

spirit of proportion with whom he
I shall again leave the words to Nicolai:death.

22

"But awesome enough it is, that a sculptor, 
beginning with the purest Antique proportions of 
the human figure, then misled by a blighted 
imagination and by insane hypotheses, should 
conceive at last, of the Spirit of Proportion 
itself in an embodiment of the most abhorrent 
disproportion imaginable by man".

"Messerschmidt would regard these images only 
cursorily with a frenzied glance and then turn 
away. I inquired with the greatest of caution, 
as to what they might be intended to represent, 
he seemed quite reluctant to submit his 
explanation ; his otherwise vital eyes turned 
quite glazed, while the answer came in disjointed 
words. Messerschmidt said "it (namely the 
spirit) had pinched him and he had pinched it 
back until the figures had come forth"

front of a glass and deemed himself witness to 
the most amazing effect of his dominion over 
spirits. He rejoiced in his system and resolved 
to fix it by the illustration of these grimacing 
proportions and pass it on to posterity. In his 
opinion the,different variations of the grimaces 
numbered 64"4

for the busts displayed the

from this that those caricatures

or occasion as

battled to the near



1

2 J.G. Mensels report quoted from WittKower : "Born under Saturn"

3 Brief Friedal report : ibid

4

23

49 sculptures survived after Messerschmidts death, wax and 
plaster cast of some of the character heads were also taken 
posthumously.

This suggestion comes from Potzl Malivoka. All references to 
the above author come from Jill Llyods catalogue essay for the 
1988 exhibition of Messerschmidt's work in the I.C.A. London
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CHAPTER 2
I

Ernst Kris locates the start of Messerschmidt's illness
his work

heads.1
Kris believes untilthat for the next 13 years,

Messerschmidts death, we see the advancement of a psychosis,
with predominating paranoid trends which fits the general
clinical picture of schizophrenia. For psychoanalysis there
emerges an incompatibility between the artistic productions

advanced psychotic and that of
artist". While this line is not hard and fast, and Kris's
argument would support the difficulty with drawing such a
line, there are assertions that are made by Kris which have
important implications.

Firstly, the differencea) between art produced by
the psychotic non-psychotic artist intrinsicallyand are
different. This is because of the perceived (by, in this
case Kris) intentions of the artist in making the art; i.e.
the meaning and function of the art object for the artist

and meaning meaninglessnessconcerned itof to theor
This isthesisaudience. inhowever, based uncertainno

perceptionsthe of the psychoanalystterms hisandon
attitudes towards art, aesthetics and its function.

The relationship between psychoanalysisb) and art,
has from Freud been traditionally a difficult one and since

much of this paper is based on the writing of Dr.so
it will require our attention.

24

Kris,
The drawing together of the

of an a "mentally balanced

on the characterin 1770 with the beginning of



two fields in itself something which may theis lead to
perception continuence "madof the mythology ofof the
artist" whicharchetype. Indeed, the
Freud made be viewed bolstering mythsas
that reach back to Plato a madness that is intense and

I

making for a damaging life.

While it divinebe argued firethat Plato's ofcan
divine inspirationfrenzy is madness which isor a very

different from the conceptions of mental illness that Kris
considers in Messerschmidt, didmust note theone as
psychologist Schnider that

f

This symbol, its meanings and implications are carried
in the myths of art and are present at level in thesome

Also perhaps important,mind of the psychoanalyst. is the
implications of the traditional nature of psychoanalysis in
relation to art : That it reflects more about the nature of

his attitudespsychoanalyst, her tothe artor and
aesthetics than perhaps about the nature of art itself. The
view that art is the "mere" ego

negatingsymptom oftenpsyche the creativeaor
integrity of the artistic process and its art objects.

25

"psychopathology"

symbolic act of an artist's

"the problem of a purely psychological approach (to 
art) fails to acknowledge : the notion of the "mad 
artist" is a historical and literary reality, (the 
notion, not the artist) and by brushing it aside as 
mistaken, one denies the existence of a generic and 
deeply significant symbol5"

of Leonardo may

intractable in the artist, inspiring him or her to art, yet



I

II

Kris approach to art

If nothing else, Kris was confident in his craft. His
study "rests on the assumption that the complete system of

understanding predicting behaviour".and human The
centering of the position of artist in the tradition of
"artist touched by madness", is that underpins Kris'one
analysis. this in his tracingOne of thecan see
development of Aesthetic Illusion as a principle of artistic
production and consumption. One can

illusion. civilisation,early Greek thereIn was no
1

rigourous separation between audience and stage. All were
potential festival ritual,actors, or
celebrating or reliving what myth had taught them

less independent branches of art was part of one performance
- music, Kris notesdance,
that no other response but active co-operation and coaction

He postulates that the difference in ability
which enables some to play major parts, was probably viewed
by the community

with the divine. So there are two elements here. Firstly,
between whatdifference classifythe we now isartas

ofway
aesthetic illusion, and secondly, those who are cast in the

26

a special relationship

was possible.

see in the example he

social status, but as a reflection of

verbal expression were fused.

essence of tradition.

as not only a matter of skill and hence

gives of dramatic art, how he traces the role of aesthetic

as the

psychoanalysis offers at present the

What later developed into more or

separated from ritual or participatory actions by

participating in a

best chance for the



role artistof divineinsight,privy to orare some
otherwise which the audience then passively observes through
the artwork. Where for instance "primitive" reaction to a
work isin ignoring aesthetic Thisillusion.
aptly shown by the story of
comes to town and witnesses an inspiring play. The hero in

is facingthe play friendsconspiracy by his allegeda
against his farmer
cannot bear to see the imminent victory of the conspirators.

through the hall, "look theout they armed". Soare
experience is mistaken itof art has not lead toas
experiences in the mind,
stance is, that the artist
but powerful position. Kris tells us,

All

postulations that give the foundationHere are for
allowing Psycho-analysis the mandate to discover and explain

If it is an experience of the mind, then the artistsart.
by hisintention be explained bycan, the

27

a farmer who lives in isolation,

"the artist assumes a position of leadership. His 
message, the work of art, is not rooted in a call to 
common action, which is the nature of propaganda - 
nor the call to a common spiritual experience which 
is the function of the priest; nor does the artist 
teach his public in order to widen its insight, 
this he may do. At any given time all or some of 
the arts may be more or less closely linked to the 
call to action or be part of religious secular 
teaching. While some such links exist of necessity 
at all times, the specific meaning in which the work 
"art" is used in our civilisation refers to another 
function : "the message is an invitation to a common 
experience in the mind, to an experience of a 
specific nature"

on the side of the herolife and the

own premise,

Therefore Krisbut to action.

He decides to interfere, gets up from his seat and shouts

as we know him, is in a limited

of art is



I

science interpretation of psychoanalysis.of mindthe
Donald Kuspit relationshipnotes betweenthat the
psychoanalysts and their subject of artists has many levels,

of being historical.them ofearly dayssome theIn
psychoanalysis sciencethe suspectdeeplynew was
intellectually and unacceptable socially, even

culture. artists sociallyPsychoanalysts saw as more
acceptable than themselves,
outsiders like definedPsychoanalysts also

kind artist,themselves of masters the "art ofofas a
interpretation This identificationFreud calledas
links in with the myth of the misunderstood artist among his
contemporaries. Kuspit writes identif icationthat the
(although social conditions of both psychoanalysis and art

persists in "involvement admiration,has changed) ofan

empathy and envy ... at the same time such "artist envy" is
balanced by most ordinary psychoanalysts unconscious feeling

superiority artists.the greatest ofof to "For
usingpsychoanalysts themselves the art ofsee as

interpretation to apply scientific understanding of thea
So, the psychoanalyst for Kuspit, sees him or her

both scientist and artist figure. The resistanceself as
that many feel

stems from the perception that as a science it sees artart,
a symptom, then surely the cure would be the eliminationas

correlationThis of art and madnessart.of not only
bolsters the mythology of the genius-madness-artist triangle
(which many may find unhelpfully reactionary) but inherent

28

themselves6.

it7.

as to the application of psychoanalysis to

often controversial, was an ingrained time honoured part of

yet also recognised artists as

psyche"8

while art,



I not
emotional, mental experience but merely madness.reflects
Therefore, it is suggestionimplied thethe of
psychoanalysis (following in the footsteps of the mythology)
that the artist intimatehas theofa more awareness
experience of madness apartthan human "type",otherany
from the downright psychotic. The scientific element of the

I psychoanalyst suggests that art is ofnot
gaining knowledge, of expressing is alreadywhatnew as

in socially novel ways..known is science that theyIt
n believe field discover. "artistto be the true of The

is overlaid with the scientists contemptenvy", therefore,
for the artist "going back to Platos banishment of poets
from the Republic and his degradation of inferiorart as

illusionknowledge of knowledge hardly worth thean

admired playwright novelistthe andFreud Arthur
Freud to gain intuitive truthsSchnitzler, seemed towho

about the psyche that he himself had only discovered through
patients.scientific with Kriswork alsolabourous

recognises the intuitive flash of inspiration as the artists
revelation and the nature of art from this premise is in
itself questionable. Indeed, need only look at theone

certain artists hold attractionwhy formorereason
In visual art the expressive

agnst-driven work attracts the analyst more than what Kuspit
calls the "Duchampian art about art tradition".

29

Q name"

psychoanalysis than others.

overcome problems of

so much a way

is the suggestion that art does



I The main

I
I psychoanalysis on many levels. Including the criticism of

the whole basis of the male heroic, genius/artist mythology.
inspiration and

intuitive insight has of course been questioned and probed
itsfor meaningscounter implicationsand thefor

contemporary context.

I it is to Kris we turn and it is he who sets theYet,
agenda for any serious discourse on Messerschmidt.

Ill

Kris and the psychotic sculptor

thisis not the of toIt trace thepurpose essay
psychoanalysis in relation to socialdevelopment of new

and political changes and influences since thetheoretical
time of Kris, much as it is not to trace the development of
Austrian sculpture since the 18th century. It is to preface
the consideration which Kris gives to Messerschmidt with a

context which I feel must be considered as Kriscontext, a
the most extensive writing in English about the

sculptor and issues surrounding his work.

30

comes from a source while having being written in the 1930s,

gives us

predates the development of feminist critique of Freudian

the work of Messerschmidtconsideration of

The reactionary position of the myths of



I

The notion Krisisof Aesthetic Illusion thatone
considers central to the idea ofI art. ignorance of aesthetic illusion is what
the productions of the insane and the "preliterate ritual"
culture have in having established thatHowever,common.
the artist has spirit inkindred theancestoran or
priest/shaman, Kris whichnotionsalso offers othersome
account in the psychoanalysis boundary between sane
and insane art and the production of art from the context of
the unconscious.

Wittkower wrote that psychoanalysis with regard to art
did not drastically change much what thought had goneof
before in relation to the mythologies of artists

I only that terminology had changed. While the influence of
Psycho-analysis is huge, there is a grain of truth in what

The platonic idea of creative madnessWittkower contests.
in ego psychoanalysis in the notionsfinds its echoes of
neutralisation. suggestionsublimation The ofand a

archetypical artist finds its cousin in the ego"touched"
Sublimation is listedartist.of thepsychology as a

defence mechanism of the ego and refers to the displacement
socially unacceptableenergy discharge from toof a an

transformationand to of theacceptable aone, energy
transformation itself isThedischarged. termed

i.e.acceptableThe "higher"more

activity can be executed with energy that has retained or
regained its original instinctive quality. The suggestion
that art then (the "higher" activity) is a symptom of ego is

31

"neutralisation".

The loss or
a function and nature of

for a

and art,



f

difficult to brush aside context of the historical
mythology of the artist type.

The nature Messerschmidt'sof thesculpture.
representation of human heads and the rendering of features
and modelling style, bring us to the starting point for two
issues . a) art-historical positionFor ofthepurposes

Messerschmidt in relation to the dominant styles of the time
and the question of the queso science of physiognomy, which

pollinate in art, the starting pointand secondly,cross

I from a psycho-analytical point of view in the diagnosis of
Kris.

I
It is useful to first approach the character busts ini the context of Kris reading in terms of symbolic meanings

the interpretation Messerschmidtsand keys to of mental
Kris explains why the character heads prime meaningstate.

scientific

physiognomy withof extended studytheory ofor an

"expressions". Kris obviousblocks together the self
portraits (Fig 1, 5)2, 3, 4,

in expression.between them terms ofdifference The
striking rigidity and emptiness of their expression is only
distracted by the different type of head dress

32

"the occasional attempts at slight variations of the 
mimic expression cannot dispel the impression of 
uniformity"

from a

lack ofand notes on the

are less concerned with the illustration of a



f
r The various types into which Messerschmidt transform

his human features show that there are patterns of what he
constellation", which repeatedly varied.are

In the Fig and Fig facial[ 24 distortionthe the25 of
musculature involves similar tightly shut mouth in bothas
cases and the former with eyes tightly shut and knitted brow
and the latter with eyes wide open and wrinkled brow. This[ repeating mimicof constellation in fractional way,a
completely (an example of the latter by comparing Fig. 11,

gives rise12, 13, 14) interlocking tendencies.to two

[ Firstly, strivethe tendency immediatelyto for some
intelligible personality trait by means of characterisation
of expression. And secondly, for Kris the other tendency to

a
grimace.

The notion of grimace in context of the psychoanalytic
process occurs under two conditions : firstly, "a miscarried

expressive movement, isthat when repressed tendencya

An example of this being smiling upon expressing condolence.
an intended communicationSecondly, it occurs "making aas

"striking a pose". Psychoanalytically speaking,
in the first instance the expression of aggressive drives
triumph over the ego and in the second the aggressive drives

In other cases there is
the total loss of control temporarily by the ego over facial

in for example being overwhelmed by physicalexpression,
Kris regards

33

I grimace" or

are used intentionally by the ego.

interferes with the sequence of the intended expression".

pain or a sudden breakthrough of passion.

terms "mimic

push the expression and change it in the direction of



!

these with the "distorted face",term of speaking of a
related but distinct to the very first manner of grimace due
to the lack of influence the facial musculature by theon
ego.

The detail paid to such categorisation is necessary due
to the function which Kris conceives from the steady loss of
genuine expression in"grimace"and tendency towards
Messerschmidts miscarried facialcharacter heads. The

described is similar
distorted facial expression in Kris recognisesthat the
essential characteristic of all expressive movements, namely
their "autoplastic" function. The Autoplasty process refers

infunction internalthe psychicto the system. The
generally comprehensible, easily interpretable expression is
distinguished from that which "does not speak to us" (Kris) .

this autoplastic function (similarto toDue other

of the mimic constellations of Messerschmidt are internal by
P

Kris confidently writes, "We must conceive of thenature.
constellations Messerschmidt'smimic of busts as

manifestations of unconscious process and try and elucidate
1 their meaning by psycho-analytical interpretations". This

clinical data of the sculpture,beis to
1

Messerschmidt's own assertions and Nicolai's observations.

By way of analysis, Kris as I have stated, starts with
the diagnosis of psychosis as mentioned at the start of the
chapter, indicated by the delusions of the artist with its

1
34

1
I

1

r autoplastic formations such as hysteria) the understanding

expression as

done with the

to the pathologically



r
i

characteristic paranoid trends. Remembering the second part
with regard to the grimaces made byr

r made permanent in the sculptures,
meaning of the grimace is that it is an apotropic act. Thatr act of warding off that
Messerschmidt believed he was plagued by. Here is the cruxr of Kris' "clinical regressionargument. Here a
into magical behaviour". Apotropic act is defensive magic.[ Aesthetic illusion is gone because of the intention of the
maker of the image is the attempted change in the artists
reality environment by the ritual magic of the grimace.orr shall return to the implication of this in relation toWe
the role but

the interpretations of the symbolic meaning Kris
gleans from this magical process?r

The report
always lived in chastity and therefore expected to be on
friendly terms with the persecuting demons and that, "man

animals hide his lips",must the red of isthelike
denial of sexuality in which theinterpreted by Kris

r functionsymbolic impulses.ofthe sexuallips serve
Considering the demons then in the double role of punisherr and seducer in their persecution,
too in which they are either wide openr together, conceiving this as an attempt to brave or deny the

(fig 15) with lips
30) with lips half open in disgust,flaccid and (fig. are

35

r

as a

or lightly pressed

is an or intimidating the demons

of Nicolai's report.

Kris suggests that the
Messerschmidt in front of the mirror, the grimace which he

what of
of the functions of art and psychoanalysis,

sight of demons. A number of busts

there is

Kris considers the eyes

of Nicolai states that Messerschmidt had



I
demons.I

By way of preface to the analysis of the beak heads
Kris suggests that the series taken as such, except the beak1 heads, supports the diagnosis of pathology. The attempt at
interpreting "separate aspects of mimic constellation" is
less important "persuasivethan impressionthe of
uniformity", is gainedthat from longer look theatr a
series.

r
r
r

r The actual beak heads which stand out from the others
and are the most intriguing of Messerschmidts work (Fig 28,r Nicolai indeedpostulates that they the29) . are
representations of the Spirit of Proportion that haunts the
sculptor and Kris finds that his evidence concurs with this

r In terms of analysis of the character busts, Krisidea.
follows Nicolais description and follows that the lips arer not only pressed together as they other busts but
that the protruding and pointed shape give them a phallicr Although this for Kris is somewhat convincingimpression.

r "active phallic"
theory i.e.r 36

F

"The more one is familiar with them the less 
interest the observer has in any individual bust" 
"His endeavours to interpret the expression are soon 
abandoned; the mimic constellation is soon 
recognised as grimace. The activity of the artist 
has been severely limited by special conditions - 
that spontenaeity has given way to stereotyping is 
evidence as pathological"10

"of a breakthrough of passive feminine fantasy",

interpreted as representing a yielding or surrender to the

are on

an alternate reading, as opposed to the



I

which the tightly closed lips
have warded off. Kris then gains the conviction, "that theyI directthe illustration fellatio", whichare theand to

I demons invite Messerschmidt and which they force upon him.

I
([

This interpretation, however there isr another important problem which more bearinghas theon

r For Kris the foundation of these busts is completelyheads.

F different from the others in terms of the function. In the
beak heads Kris speaks of "transition from the autoplastica

F function mimic ritual and magicof the alloplastictoa
function of a work of art"F

r The aesthetic premise has shifted for Kris by warrant
of grimace. isTherelack "no loss"the of humanof

features, and they are not merely more intense but different
The alloplastic function is one where the processin kind.r the outside environment. The psyche has turned

from itself forwards outside transformation. Krisr sites the
ornamental configuration","creation of thatan toseems

r correspond to a particular psychological position. They are
communication the mental stateof Messerschmidt felt,a

evidenced by the anxiety they caused the artist. Nicolai

37

"A glance at the rectangle of the neck in the 
frontal view (Fig 28) confirms the impression that 
the features of the human head have been distorted 
or stretched in order to combine or include both 
male and female sexual organs".

be what is may.

is now on

nature of art than the importance of fellatio in the beak

of the other busts seem to



entire series of busts over again "with the exception of ther two second
time". the distinction is drawn between the majority ofSo,
the character busts which have no communicative function forr the artist. isThere artistic (as Kris understandsno
"artistic") intent. magic,devicesThey theofare

fl apotropic act, instruments in a ritual. The representation,
therefore, of the demon is considered art as it has in itsr intention the representation realisation ofor

F the demon for no other reasons but to create the image. It
does not have a function vis-a-vis any particular defensiver ritual magic.

F Kris in withthe character heads, "band"sees a
(Figcovering the mouth, 27) elements also of26,r an

configuration". theirbecause"ornamental ofHowever,r this regarded similarly tofunction, the beak
Kris symbolically interprets this band as a girdle -head.r the girdle of chastity in line with the meaning from the

mentioned previously. KrisI however,

[ rendering of different aspects of the represented visage is

I rendering of those parts of the face whose magical meaning
For instance, the girdle configuration givespredominates".f

38

quotes him of saying that he was fully capable of doing the

a peculiar stylisation to the whole lower part of the face.

an image of

due to the artist's tendency to "abandon the naturalistic

other mouth configurations as
does make the interesting point that the uneven

unable to produce abeak heads which he felt

cannot be



I

fl
of Messerschmidt based ofpsychologythe "knownonI schizophrenics", second

fl
character heads, which Kris concludes is due to

I cancelling rationalisation meaning.magicalof theor
Firstly, the evidence suggests that no models were used in

fl image in theown
mirror. The strange attempt then to present himself in manyfl different guises - such as with a bald head, an old man with

fl
to prove ther existence his againof againand andown person

simultaneously quest of sort for andas a some newr satisfactory external trappings.

fl
for the sculptor, this seems like a quest that isThus,

fl bound to fail as the break-up of his reality comes to bear.
is produced at the advancedwhat stages ofFor more

fl psychosis tends to lose its meaning for the public. The
stereotypical variations ofendless thefl meaning unintelligible to others.psychotic artistr Messerschmidt ishas done overlaywhat secondaryBut a

is only meaningful for himselfmeaning on top of what or
I part of his delusional thinking. This secondary level is

the attachment of smiling expressions comical effectsor
Krisgrimace. also noted thatthe for theover

I psychoanalyst it is not inconsequential that precisely such
attitudes of smiling can be readily put to the service ofr 39

certain trends emerge. There is a

a denial,

the rendering of the sculptures save his

curls, a youth with slicked back hair, have a significance.
For Kris they evidence the artist's attempt

So, in general conclusion of Kris' reading of the work

level of activity on top of the magical function of the

a new
a theme gain for



disguises of, and defense against anxiety.
what would differentiate between the psychotic production of
an untrained artist and a trained Also revealing theone.

I coherence of the thepsyche ofto overlay the essence
sculptures which although significant of symbolic gestures
serve to disguise the original intention. The first period
of his disorder, "self-portraits", givethe death and dull
an indication of the nature of the work. For Kris the turn
to the physiognomic subject represents in the psychotic the
notion of struggles before the mirror

r genuine facial expression, in rapidlyretainorder to
vanishing contact with the environment. In this attempt, her fails. This can be regarded as a process in the attempts at
restitution. The readily comprehensible facial expressionF is replaced by a system of rigid mimic constellations, which
become the bearers of a ritual magic. They have failed orr inunsuitable serving function andaare

F establishing contact with the environment" (Kris).

r The nature of the delusion follows thread that thea
Kris build inof termsaccounts of theon,r mythology of "the image of the artist".

r
the respective positions ofr psychoanalysis complicateand myth matters.art, The

schizophrenic has not only parted with the reality beingf shared by those not labelled insane but replaces the "lost
reality" with his or her own.r

r 40

"social

a person who

As we have seen earlier,

for a

and Nicolai

This then is



Indeed, the closelydelusions Messerschmidt doof

relate to Krissymbolic myths tradition.artisticof
concludes that these somehow are resident in the unconscious
of many artists, i.e. artisttradition where thethe as
creator is isof
penalised by Rememberingrebellion of rivalry.God for
Messerschmidts words to Nicolai that he had discovered the
secrets of proportion for which the spirit of proportion was
jealous, indentification with therelates closely to the[ isProportion-divina proporzionePromethean myth. the

r in achieving its violatessecret theof God and secrets
to identifydivine prohibition.r with God - the sculptor creator.

r Kris further develops this by relating the actions of
ribs while working,Messerschmidt feeling his0 to theown

myth of creation, where the human figure is created by God

r from a rib of Adam.

r
r
r
I

i
i 41

endowed with the powers

Messerschmidt here seems

a magician and



5 Schnider 1954, quoted from Wittkower

6

7 Freud quoted here from Kuspits essay, Artist Envy

8 Kuspit : Artist Envy

r 9 ibid

r 10

r
n
n
(i
r
r
i
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Psychoanalysis marginal position in its early days is compounded 
by the Jewish identification of many of its founders and advocates 
by an often anti-semitic medical establishment and society at 
large

Stereotyping is typical in creative productions of schizophrenia : 
endless repetition of images.
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1
i CHAPTER 3

Dr Kris has seriousset the agenda for any

I consideration of the Messerschmidt sincework of 1932.
Since then the us.
However, from a textual point of view the most considerable

from Margaret & Rudolf Wittkower, in anJ essay published in Born under inSaturn They re-1963.
examine Messerschmidt after the analysis of Kris and pointI out aspects of his work and the society in which he lived,

F pointedthat histo sanity instead paranoidof to
schizophrenia. This argument three basicfollows tenets:
Firstly comparisonthe of portraitapparently 'normal'
commissions alongside his privateexecuted work onr artisticcharacter-heads. Secondly, traditionthe of

r physiognomy, which by Messerschmidts time had developed into
might expect of the Age ofr And thirdly the vulnerable underside of the Age ofReason,

"the revival of magical beliefs ritesand andReason: aF secret societies"11,great number offoundation of a was

the spirit of proportion.

F that Wittkower raises and physiognomyissuelast reserve
until the final chapter.

I
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I

proposed as a factor to explain the normality of a belief in

counter-attack was

lines of argument have been drawn for

an established science as one

I will consider the first and



Od Public Works, Private Madness

I
[I Messerschmidt's maintainsKris thework, (although

character heads fall from the categorisation of art per se) ,I has not ignored the wider artistic concerns of the day. The

I florid baroque
portrait representation as witnessed in his bust of Jan van

II Swieten into classical rendering thesombre ofa more
character-heads. It is acknowledged that in the transition
in sculpture and painting from baroque and Roccco into the
more classicist idiom,I
Germanic sculptors to do so. The rendering of the bust has
the impression of Roman bust of antiquity. The portraita

Capuchin Monk, (Fig 33) is evidenceFesslerof the forr the difficulty in drawing linetheWittkower of between

psychotic production.and The fact that'sane' veryI executed would give credibilitycommissions to thewere
! ability withsuggestion the to complete workthat no

involvement in the
that the 'sanity' of the artist is intact. Kris admits that
it is possible to,

I
I
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f

"distinguish those elements in the treatment of his 
medium which are determined by his individual 
psychological predispositions (in this case by his 
delusions) from others which as generally 
intelligible without recourse to such an individual 
frame of reference".12

Messerschmidt was one of the first

transition that Messerschmidt made from a

'delusional' system of the artist means



But all throughout the Messerschmidt theofcareer
'psychotic' thenever harmedto have actuallyappearsr technical skill of rendering the visage. forThe eye

r realism was never diminished and it could be argued that the
skill finely honedwas in neo-classical latterthemorer phase, despite, at least co-habiting with any psychosis.or
Potzl-Malikora writing in 1982, generally agrees with Kris'r representation of the psychoticcharacter heads butas
rather than try with against Wittkowerand downII come or
extends beyond their assertions of normality madness.or

f She points to the ambivalent zone that the 'character-heads'
to fascinatingthe hand theyOnseem occupy. one are

I they display characteristicsbecause of the theart of
insane while timeat the they correspond tosameI contemporary artistic developments in Austrian sculpture.

'pathological intensity in no way compromisesTheir their
their execution stylisticskill, calculated and self-

I Whileconsciousness. presumably the stereotype of the
images are to be attributed to the delusional process Kris

I expressivefailure inof true force thethe asees
character-heads and the grimaces in terms of the developmentI defensivedelusional system of whereasof sorcery,a

I indication limitedit of talent.Wittkower as ansees
Indeed predecessors of Kris who did not consider the key to
understanding Messerschmidts work and personality, and took

account of his insanity and the interpretation of thisno
often considered the work limited. Ininsanity, 1929 A.

headscharacter "productsI viewed the as ofFeulner a
pedantically naturalistic artist - a sarcastic and scornful

45

I



eccentric who mocked the weakness of his fellow creatures".

!
from Potzl-Malikova. Feuliner would have been inclined to
regard theI character productionsstudies oftheas
schizophrenic fantasy "had this kind of self-portrayal and

r self-irony artisticnot been consciously subjected to
discipline." So he could not have been insane because of
the maintenance artisticof andcoherent procedure
discipline?.f

f return to the portrait of Fessler.Let us
is

f little to indicate that it has any magical function in the
Messerschmidt.delusional But the soberofprocessr classcism with the stylization of the beard is evidence of a

stylistic progression from his previous commissions. But(
considering the lips in the portrait of the monk, they are

r relations of the lip features on other character-heads. The
lips are tightly closed although there is no impression ofr grimace in the overall facial representation. This detail

Kris suggests that it was not a naturalmay be significant.I noting that similar tight-characteristic of the model, a
portraitotherI is founddetail bustlipped oneon

13Messerschmidt made at that time. In the character heads

f the carriers of secret magic thought and in
contribute impressionlips to thethebusts oftheser portraitin Fessler's lipsthealthoughgrimace, are

facialgeneralinto the featuresintegratedI that isKris therenaturalistically. supposes smalla
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As far as
the psycho-analytical point of view is concerned there

the lips are

He also co-related talent and madness, although differently



I
I influence of his and

artistic practices the art works privateI meanings are integrated into the structure of the artistic

I product, with that maintaining socially andproduct
culturally and meaningful existence. Kris writes,

I
I
I

turning sitter himself,However, to monkthe ther it reveals that he was a "strange and restless man"Fessler,
ecclesiastical bishop of thef reformed community of St Petersburg, (Leningrad) in Russia.

I Also it is quite possible that the monks portrait may relate
documented in theto particular historical scandal, 1780s

when it was revealed that Capuchin monks had been locking up
members who had lost their reason. They were thrown intoI attempts to driveafter

detailI This the mad Capuchinsof
after failed exorcisms may have been a fieldincarcerated

f Messerschmidt portraitthrough the ofinquiry forof
sculptor having much empathy withwith thetheFessler,I life of poverty and

f pious disposition should be

f with things supernatural.

r
f 47

psychotic production in the portrait, 
that as in 'normal'

"The capacity of the artist for using derivatives of 
unconscious processes in a socially and historically 
adequate way may well constitute a significant 
factor in his endowment".

possessed monks.
chastity (presumably) and had occasion to be confident that

They too had lead a

 , 14proved unsuccessful.

due to a on favourable terms

out the devil

who concluded his

subterranean cells

career as



I
Messerschmidts work in London, suggests theI possibility that the evidencecharacter ofheads aare

I
by insanity". Although Lloyd admits this possibility has

I not been seriously examined. Potzl-Malikova suggests that
if Messerschmidt had indeed been committed to the Spital Zu

I Marx asylum, he would have had the opportunity to view and
'study' the forces of inmates in their various statesevenI of insanity.

I
Wittkower,accordingThe of had, toAge Reason ar vulnerable underside: the revival of magical beliefs and

foundationrites the of great number of secretand a
I In conjunction to this the rise of interest insocieties.

the 18th century in physiognomy,I 'normalizes' Messerschmidts work.historical context which

r strength of the character-thesees
heads in the 'transgressive ambivalent zone, which leads one

f to a questioning of the constructs of the notion of madness;
havingMesserschmidt instood twoWittkower asseesf Ialso.different worlds as say as a

f normalizing stratagem.

f The two worlds that Messerschmidt stood at had several
lower-middle origins ofclassFirstly the thelevels.

f contrasted by the upper class intelligentsiasculptor was
academic milieu which hef and

although uneducatedthat bysuggests theWittkower
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I

Similarly Jill Lloyd in her catalogue essay of the 1988 
exhibitions of

I

"mega-discourse about madness rather than being conditioned

are given as a basis of a

was involved with in Vienna.

While Potzl-Malikova

But he uses this



I
I principles of ininvolvedhe was

I sociala context of enlightenment and areason

J context of believers in occult supernatural,and was
therefore possible. This we cannot definitely know, but the

I preoccupation with between physiognomies,and connection
proportion spiritualismand universal thatnot forwasI period.

I Proportion had been the backbone of art theory since

I Alberti. Artists, philosophers and theologians regarded
proportion as the mysterious order governing the universe.

I grain of truth in the
proportion, with spiritualgeometry and the golden ruleI Wittkowerdimensions. But the Age of Reason's after-ego,

filled with magic,occult, blackI suggests, was an age
spiritualism, demonology and that it was not confined to the

I wives Thistheir isold tales.and theuneducated
suggestion, that the report of Nicolai is attesting more tor follower of the occult than toa

highest authoritiesif the supported theinstance,Forf belief in the diabolical and demonic forces, borne out by

r the rhetoric of the Inquisition, why not a simple sculptor?
witcheslast two triedthethatnotes andWittkower

f judges were beheaded in 1775condemned by presumably 'sane'
The suggestion that Messerschmidt could have beenand 1782.ff secret society follows from this reasoning.member of aa

the demonscertain that and spiritsI becannot ofOne
delusions but centralnot toproportion were thewere

J 49

I

the enlightenment age, 
theoretical and esoteric problems and the cross pollination 
between

a case of schizophrenia.

Indeed there may be a endowment of



I
I beliefs of thesome

source of theI Messerschmidt relayed to Nicolai. This may account for the

I 'underside of the Age of Reason; (as Wittkower phrases it),
populated with obscure characters such

I The sect which sprang up in the low countries and Germany

I of Christianity" and can be traced as bridging the worlds
medievalof and that Theof the ofAge Reason.I 'brotherhood' in thecalled,was

I linking of science spiritualism, alchemy playingand an
important part. One of the 18th century rules of the Order

I stipulated the refrain from all sensual pleasures. Numerous
other sects supported such abstinence (not only the motherI attaining insightpre-requisite for andChurch), as a

again speculationThiscognition. leads to of theI possibility of membership of a secret occult organisation or

r delusional withmental state,combination of aa
Wittkower recognisespreoccupation with matters esoteric.r the Egyptian figure which hung near the window from Nicolais

Trismegistos,drawing of Hermes theofThatreport. a
venerable gracized Egyptian god of esoteric knowledge whom

f rediscovered and whophilosophers hauntedrenaissance
In summing up Wittkower

states,

f
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f

secret society.
Rosicrucians as the

r

as the Rosicrucians.

was founded in 1413 and might be termed "the esoteric wing
15

"Even the most extravagant beliefs can hardly be 
quoted as proof of insanity of an individual if they 
have been shared by thousands of people for hundreds 
of years".

innumerable treaties ever since.

"insane hypothesis" that

was much involvedas it

Wittkower mentions



I
I

While Wittkower opened up the issues and possibilities

I of historicala hiscontext for the character heads,
motivation for such

I and indeed defuse the power of Messerschmidts work.

I The route of placing Messerschmidt historically can be

I advanced properly, atnot much by attemptsmore so
normalization, but rather by exploring the "transgressive

I that the sculptures may occupy. What the
Wittkower's is the inherent difficulty of drawingshow aI line between 'sane' and 'insane' which usefully tempers Kris
analysis, but art-historically there rich vein to beI tapped which avoids "controlling strategies of finalthe

I
r it is to history that I turn for the finalshallSo

the relationshipthis The neglect ofphrase of paper.r between Messerschmidt's character heads and the theories and
This will bepractices of physiognomy shall be redressed.r

examination notionsaspects ofof andthrough somean
representations of the 'other' or 'madness' in history. For

cannot ignore the fascinating postulation of Jill Lloydoner believe that Messerschmidtsit tohard"makesthat
withlevelnotdo 18thcharacter-heads engage on somef representations madness".of The basis ofcentury

f addressing the question seriously is on the recognition that
18th century conceptions of madness, muchas as our own

I illness, have been shaped bymentalunderstandings of a

f 51
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I

ambivalent zone"

explication".16

seems at best an attempt to normalise

is a



I
I complex cultural, political, and epistemologicaleconomic

history.I
I The Other

I
I
I These outlinewords of Manfred fear ofBlueler the

F collapse, of dissolution which contaminatesthe thesense
image includingdiseasesWestern of all madness orr schizophrenia. Sander L Gilman describes this fear as one

which does not remain internalized but rather,I
r
r

18

F
characteristicthe of suchFoucaultMichel seesr formulations as the forced silence of madness and sees that
it did becausemodern psychiatry formed the of theway

silencing by reason of madness through the ages. He claims

r history of the language ofthenotwrite reason onto
madness, but rather to write the archaeology of the silence.

F intertwine withinmajor narratives Foucaults text;Three
Civilisation". They the politicalconcernandF "Madness
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F

"We conceive ourselves, our personalities and our 
own ego's as being steady and firm. The fact that 
we could disintegrate mentally by way of natural 
processes - as the schizophrenic does - is a 
monstrous, uncanny concept."17

"We project this fear onto the world in order to 
localize it and indeed to domesticate it. For once 
we locate it the fear of our own dissolution is 
removed. Then it is not we who totter on the brink 
of collapse, but rather the Other. And it is an
other who has already shown his or her vulnerability 
by having collapsed".18



I
I

relation between madness and science.8
[ For Foucault the leper

world, beof tosource

I treated with respectful fear.
lepers filled for the extensive exclusion of leprosywereI from ordinary society. Being peculiarly held in places of
exile but yet at the margin,I a
reminder of the punishment of God and lesson to
all.

r With the decline of the disease by the 16th century a
is first.who takes the place of theleper bornnew

economic and social changesFoucault pointed to the that
took place in Europe from the middle of the 16th century. AF re-orientation financialre-organisation of theand

The transition from a feudalinfrastructure of exclusion:
the rising bourgeoisie and it'sto[ isolated what Roy Boyne

the thetermed the poor,I criminal, the homeless and the mad.

Alongside the change in social structure is a change in

r The non-

r an affrontseen
to

of new ethics, the administrative expansion ofthe emergence
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r

i

general attitudes and values of European culture, 
productive, the armies of beggars and vagabonds came to be 

by the 17th century as a political problem:
Economic depression

economy of madness, the representation of madness in art and 
literature and the

the newly developed ethic of work.

pervasive bureaucracy made the new

was 'the Other' of the medieval

The lazar houses which the

a mercantile society,

"pariahs of non-productivity":

sufficiently close to be
as such, a

contamination which wasa prime



I
I
6 the state, all these in whatfactors combined to usher

Foucault calls 'The Age of Confinement'. In France this isII symbolised by the foundation of its bastion of confinement,

I the General Hospital in 1656 in Paris.

II During the 150 year history of the General Hospital,
poverty gradually moralfreed from absolutewas

I condemnation. this period meant that
economic necessity for national8 wealth. no placeeconomy the pauper had

( With the development
of industry, confinement of the poor became outmoded and an

F economically irrational charity. The secret of wealth would
be the exploitation of the poor not their imprisonment.r

"increasingly madnessMoving on 18th centuryto theIT internees, image ofthespectre of thethebecomes very

F of theirtheir humiliation,
by the middleresult, ofsilence". theAsreduced to ar describes the of 'GreatFoucaults appearance acentury

mysterious disease thatafraid ofPeople were aFear'.r from the houses of confinement.originated, it was said. At

r of madness andfacethemoment unreason wasthe very
hidden, practicestheprofoundly ofbetobelieved

them withconfinement turn back Foucaulta vengeance.on

writes:

F 54

"But now 
powers:

the estate of confinement acquired its own 
it became the birthplace of evil by itself, 

instituting another reign of terror".

Industrial growth over
a labouring class became an

reason vanquished and unreason

being neither producer nor consumer.
In a mercantilist



I
I
li and fear of ones own confinement.

I
fool but a raving lunatic.I

I Such deliberation diverge theto frommay seem
principle focus attention i.e.of ofthe workour

I Messerschmidt, history in economic andhowever what such a
social isterms consciousnessdoes, ofto preface theI madness which existed up to the artists time. The Age of
Confinement would come to an end as a political economic andIf social failure,

I the
next response to it at the turn of the 19th century i.e. theu medical profession withtointerventions theof cope a

and their introduction of'disease'u the mad.

But the late 18th century would be dominated still by
While there were classifications of madness andthe asylum.

conceptions of bodily disordermedicaltherewhile were
mind, theretheaberrations of notproducing was a

illness at the time. Messerschmidtsconception of mental
where various treatments that were practisedistime one

dimly perceived inheritance fromin partfrom aderived
locationthefromin part ofand newlytimesancient

f emerging medical groupings, within the apparatus of power.

f 55

Confinement had created images of unpredictable violence and 
disruptive frenzy.

Anxiety and fear haunted the late 18th century psyche, 
the fear of contamination

The typical mad person was no longer a

but the images of madness would leave its
legacy in the fear and loathing of madness allied to

a reform movement for



I
I Notions of body and soul intertwined in generalwere

conceptions of the humans condition.I
1 This inheritance is notion offrom the of humours

Hippocrates.

I
And yet inseverf the non-hospital domain, long for madness werecures

elaborated, the aim was not so much to care for the soul as
to cure the entire individual. "his nervous fibre as well

I as the course of his imagination".

f Gilman notes the "mad can be identified by the myths of
their external appearance, as in melancholy, their signs ofIT illness or their setting (the house of confinement)

r Representations of Madness

r While the history of "the Other" and "madness" from the
economic and social context may slightly diverge from ther examination of representations of Madness would

r Foucault portrays an interestingbe difficult without it.
dichotomy of the Western experience of madness viz a viz art

r is based "a lineThis great ofonliterature.and
is inexplicable andhand madnessOn

On theholds
it is foolishnesshand madness is explicable ; andF other

condition of terror with some prior cause. The

r 56

r

F cleavage".
out the threats of dark and unknown regions.

Foucault notes that in the classical period 
the therapeutics of madness did not function in hospital, 
whose chief concern was to or "correct".

subject, an

illusion, a

the one



I
I line is between In Foucault's

I was

the writers of were

I
I
I
I

For Foucault, this opposition is resolved at the end of
discursive domestication had eclipsed thethe Renaissance,r From that point forward only thefantasies of the Figural.

Marquismurmurings de Sade,occasional of the theI or
hintexplorations would thatof thevisionary Goya

fl
been overlaid and hidden by a compact between science andr morality 11 (Roy Boyne)

r While Boyne's analysis of Foucault points out that the

r "the Cure of Madness"; "the Ship ofBosch
ii and Breughal "the

r and "HorsemanandDeath"
"theyr not

r
this world of ours"r 57

I

paintings of
and "the Temptation of St. Anthony

"the Other" and "the Same", 
view the depiction

do not point to
separate realm, but rather to what madness can do with in 

(Boyne P. 16-17).

Triumph of 
Apocalypse" by Durer ; may not be all Foucault says, 

what madness might be in its entirely

Fools"

"On one side Bosch, Brueghel, Therry Bouts Durer and 
the prevailing silence of the image. It is in this 
space of pure vision that madness will display its 
powers ... in that space madness possesses a 
primitive force of revelation ... On the other side 
with Brant, with Erasmus and with the whole humanist 
tradition, madness is set within the universe of 
discourse. There it is defined and disarmed 
(Foucault)".

this period were already 
treating madness as a matter of this world significance.

of madness by renaissance painters 
concerned with the fantastic and terrible territory of "the 
Other", while

"Dulle Grut" of the

opposition had not readily been destroyed, "but that it had



This doesI interestof for us,

that of post-Renaissance world of
representation

so too does the world
truth about madness. intimateThe connection betweenF madness and will ; between madness and society, slipped from
recognition. In post-Renaissance times madness comes to beI

error and then irresponsibility.

[
Foucault's great symbol of Renaissance madness "the

f Ship of (Narrenschiff)Fools" full of lost souls on a
journey into the unknown, maybe in search of their sanity,r is replaced by the place of correction and confinement, be
it the hospital or prison, the madhouse.r

fi It is Goya and de Sade who testified that the claims of
neutralising science might be false and Foucault sees Goyaa

0 signifyingon
is the imageCaprichos No. 43 of thein all humanity.r upon which his pen andartist himself asleep across a desk,

r are strewspapers
from out of darkness and the inscription on the sidefigurer brings forth monsters"."the sleep of reasonthe deskof

Ther Sade, all thecannot on.g°silence
desire and fear at the end of the 18th centuryr are
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not diffuse
given to us by Foucault,

facets of 
released and viewed as part of man given by nature.

As the previous chapter has shown us 
that as the order of the world changes

that which is hidden by a compact between 
science and morality.

defined purely as

a renewed interest in the reason and unreason

Foucault reads this as the sleep of unreason at an end.
Similarly with de

bats and owls converge on the sleeping

the area



I
I
[
I whileSo WittKower is right in saying that

Messerschmidt stood between two worlds, it is not unfair to
suggest that he stood within the crossroads of two times.

I Not a visionary artist of Goya's calibre, nor the release of
images desire.by de Sade of fear and ratherBut

If Messerschmidt cuts a figure of an artist before such figures
of the early 19th centuryF madhouse was still the classical fortress where unreason and

Here morality surrounds the conception ofmadness resided.f! madness evidenced by the epitomising etchings of Hogarth, in

F Rakewells Progress, (fig. 34)

11 series etchings,in ofthe thecharacterHogarth's
inherited his money rather than earned it.r the curse

then the man demisedensued caused the money to be wasted,r
He is presented in exactly the

r
Rakewell is surrounded by theto Bedlam.front entrance

What Hogarthr the steps to
Rakes Progress and his other morality baseddoes with the
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entire spectrum of madness, 
the religious zealot in his cell.

and was led to the madhouse.
the statue of raving madness that adorns the

young Rakewe11,
of unearned money and the lack of moral fibre that

same manner as

Sadism is not a name finally given to a practice as 
o as Eros ; it is a massive cultural fact which 
appeared precisely at the end of the 18th century. 
... unreason transformed in the delirium of the 
heart, madness of desire, the insane dialogue of 
love and death in the limitless presumption of 
appetite. Sadism appears at the very moment that 
unreason confined for over a century and reduced to 
silence, reappears 27.

from the melancholic lover on

located at a time when the



works is to combine hiswiththe follies of men,
representations of characters and caricatures. The faces of
madness become identifying indentification ofmarks. The

I archetype by their inherent qualities theirwellas as
external appearance (clothing, setting etc), was something

li that links to the rise of science which was baseda
tradition as old as Aristotle.[

Johann introduced looking andLavater ofaI judging the insane which extended into vast ten volumesa

r with the involvement of two famous personages of the time,
Chodowieki all branches of theand Goethe. They cover

F i.e.doctrines of physiognomy from its ancient traditions,
expression of various ages,the nature of the passion, ther illness,physiognomyphysiognomy, beauty,oftheideal
All the inherent qualities oftemperament and madness. ar the structure of thecolour of eyes,face; shape of nose,

r in determiningsignificant theframe,andhead were
insanity,predisposition to whichand thuscharacter ar reflection of character.believed to be merely aLarater

existed sincehadwhat thebroughtwritingsLavater'sr Renaissance but it was only in the 1770's that this mode of

I description and illustration captured the popular fancy of
indicated bycretinsportraits ofThe areEurope.allr If

r Lavaterseyes".sunken
with Cholowiekis illustrations,I writings
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r

sloping foreheads", his melancholia is characterised by the 
(Saturnine) "unequal forehead depressions of the temples and 

Comparing Hogarth's bedlam and

on a

new way

a picture of the



emerges.

Messerschmidts character-heads withlinkedhave been
this tradition, yet mistakenly in my directview for a
correlation to isWhat they do therelate to
explanations of Kris his connection physical andand of
spiritual elements. The cure Messerschmidt devised for the
persecution of demons "spirits of proportion" isand one
where the itself through the bodysoul and face.purges

I Where the historical co-relation of Lavaters theories and
Messerschmidt does form its strongest link is little to dor with either men but in the context in which Messerschmidt's
work was shown after his death.r

transversed anothercharacter headsthe1793In
boundary when the first exhibition showed his work, not in

r the Vienna Biirgerspitalin (thebutthe Vienna Academy,
It was there that they were given theirCitizens hospital).r individual titles and the generic title of character-heads.

Prater, the popularshow atwere putbusts ontheAlsor time, illustratingtheamusement ground of Vienna at as
expressionthesuggestedr titles ofposthumoustheir

Kris who fails to acknowledge the factsIndeed,passions.

r to the titling of the sculpture, suggests thatpertaining
related to the workhave of thecharacter-heads mayther middlethe of thefrom 18thanatomist ParsonsEnglish

sought to represent the changing relationshipsHeI century.
the performance differentofinmusclesfacialtheof
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relationship between body and mind as a key to the 
personality"28!1 if

"monist

be made.



functions, for

notes,

I
! Returning to Messerschmidts method in his madness. The

I conjunction with pinching himself under the ribs are related

I body and mind - all being based on the flow of humours, be
they black bile or phlegm, and this having direct influence

theirpersonality indeedthe character andof theon
inherent physical characteristics as well ; evidenced by the
18th century resurgence of physiognomy.r

Another aspect of representations of madness
suggested by Messerschmidts character heads is the sense of

r
r This involves confronting the insane withrepresentation".

r isdelirium (whichthatwaking persons" wasof"dream
repressive and often violent results)r

this involves

r
Through illusion, a

I melancholic who believedofthe acase

I himself
by reasonableimpossibility oftheIn
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example yawning.
"Agreement about the incongruity of these titles is 

perhaps the only unifying thread in the rich historiography 
of Messerschmidt's studies".

spectacle and theatre which Jill Lloyd 
relates to Foucault's description of

a mirror in

practised with very 
by theatrical representation,instead cures 

confronting delirium with in the space of the imagination.
lesson would be passed onto the madman.

a "cure by theatrical

Foucault relays
damned by the enormity of the sins he had committed, 

convincing him

Rather that awakening the

However, as James Lingwood

non difference between

sees in the bust,

that is

to the general conceptions of the

cure of persecuting demons by pulling faces in

a mirror of his own meanings.



withcaused in white, aan
I. insword hand, to him, afterandto severeappear

exhortation, this delusive vision declared that his sin hadI been remitted.

[
inversion ofLloyd to thesuggest thatseems

I enlightenment logic in the explanations of Messerschmidt to
toNicolai inversion madmanis theofextended to the
toMesserschmidt holds up the mirror of thedoctor. cure

is developed fromthe 18th century rationalist. The cure
Messerschmidtwithin the realm of unreason and delusion.

claims to be master over the spirits that haunt him.

I
I
f
r
i
i
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argument that he could be saved, his physicians accepted his 
delirium and "angel" dressed



r.

CONCLUSION

To declare someone substantive
instance is to categorise. is notIt

I This is the
whosoever declares some

J sane themselves.

European man, since the beginning of the middle ages,
relation to something he calls indiscriminately

Art and its own kinds of

f madness have been longtime bedfellows. From Plato's poetic
madness to Hollywood's "the Agony and the Ecstasy". Through

I the powerful cultural mythology (built on the foundations of

belief of the stereotypical artist type has stayed with us.
the reactionary and oftenIn contemporary cultural debate,

It was not my prime motivationbeen exposed and discussed.
to entangle myself in such issues. But what has become clear

I far as the character heads of Messerschmidtis that as are
they often deflect analysis and strategies ofconcerned,1

1
intellectualto slip awayThey seem

I theatre remains.Their ambivalence, humour,controversies.
nothing of the context and the character heads when II knew

this All theoriesforresearch essay.thestarted
to Messerschmidt contradicted nothing nor provedpertaining

illustrations of Mesmer's theories of animalanything. As
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of madness, 

identification,

"Insanity".

explanation back at the observer, often revealing his or her 
natural stand-point more than any essence of the sculpture.

there is a judgement involved.
implied judgement that one made is

"Madness", "Dementia",

a pure

has had a

mad or to identify a

the conception of art and divine inspiration) , the popular

sexist nature of the "genius artist and madman" myth has

from underneath the



r
n magnetism Lavater'sor they toall seemed

enrich the possibilities. distantbutr were
enough for to maintainme faith in the feeling thefor

r had when first I clapped oneyes
photographs of them. Kris'But incisive confidentandr

Fascinating asr after the initial satisfaction of
identifying and knowing something, left me empty with regardr Foucault wrote

r
silent in the knowledge which knowing toor much about madness forgets it". not the complete
process of Kris' psychoanalysis that lead to this forgetfulr but rather, thatofstate,
prevalent action of psychiatry : diagnosis. Identificationr

This beinglabellabel.bypresumed aof essencea

r Once tarred by the brush
Kris

r the disarming power of acan
scientific fact.r

relationship between psychoanalysisr isand artThe
unconscious thattheopening of processesThecomplex.r at work in any artistic production is something

as it was forwhich
this century. Butearlier theoncesurrealiststhe

reaches his apparent goal, all is lost. Oner psychoanalyst
feel the spoiling power of diagnosis, itscannot help but
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" in our

analysis took the sculpture from the realm of possibility 
and not knowing, into that of the knowable.

"schizophrenic psychotic."

can be fruitful,
might be

cannot be ignored and

It was

era, the experience of madness (now mental illness) remains

be believed and accepted as

to the character heads as art.

of a

the psychoanalysis was,

composure of a

label which has the power of plausibility, it sticks.

the wonder

character heads that I

of Messerschmidt,

physiognomy,
tapestry of



symptom, schizophrenia.symptom ofa diseasea
Artist envy? Who knows. is evoked,"the Other"Once
madness pointed out, the discourse closes By thefor me.
simple act of labelling, the(which is natural act)a
psychiatrist evokes all that madness has meant through the

I Separationages. Division Something I doIsolation.
not want art to be and the work of Messerschmidt

I till it was taken from the realm of the bizarre to that of
psychotic.r

r Do I laugh, ridiculingBut they still make me laugh.
defensive grimace againstthe productions of madness ar that which seems to be laughing and grimacing with glee at

"explained" thepiouslyseriously andwhothoseall
character heads since the 1770's?

r
!
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or as

was not,

only a



11 R & M Wittkower, Born under Saturn

12 Kris

13

14 Doener Klaus "Madness and the Bourgeoisie"

15 The Political Language of Bosch

16 Jill Lloyd (see bibliography)

17 Bleuler, Manfred, "What is Schizophrenia?"

18 "Disease and Representations”Gilman, Sander L.

I 27 Foucault : M & C p. 210

Sander L. "Disease and Representation"28 Gilman,

I
67

One has to take Kris at his word with regards to the other 
commissioned portrait, no illustration of it could be found by me.

Clement A. Wartheim Aymes.
(Bosch was a member of the Rosicrucian Order)
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